
CHAPTER 1: THE UNSEEN FRACTURE


The nightmare always started the same way.

Kaia Chen stood in a vast field of white light, so bright it should have been blinding but somehow wasn't. The light felt warm, safe, like being wrapped in her grandmother's quilt on a winter morning. She could stay here forever, she thought. Nothing could hurt her here.

But then the edges began to darken.

It started as tiny pinpricks of shadow, like ink drops in milk. They spread slowly at first, then faster, consuming the light with hungry efficiency. The warmth fled, replaced by a cold that went deeper than skin, deeper than bone. It settled in her soul like ice.

And then came the whispers.


You don't belong here, they hissed from the growing darkness. You never belonged anywhere. No one wants you. No one ever wanted you.


Kaia tried to run, but her feet wouldn't move. The shadows reached for her with fingers like smoke, and she could feel them wrapping around her heart, squeezing until she couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't—

She woke with a gasp, her t-shirt soaked in sweat despite the October chill seeping through her bedroom window. The digital clock glowed 3:47 AM in accusatory red numbers. Again.

This was the fourth night in a row she'd had the same dream, and it was getting worse each time. More vivid. More real. The whispers lingered even after she woke, echoing in the corners of her mind like a song she couldn't shake.

Kaia pushed herself upright and ran shaking hands through her black hair. Her adoptive parents, Tom and Linda Chen, had been nothing but loving and supportive for the past eight years, but she still felt like an imposter in their cozy suburban home. The nightmare's whispers felt more true than any reassurance they'd ever given her.

You don't belong here.

She shook her head, trying to dislodge the thought. Dr. Martinez, her therapist, would say she was catastrophizing again. "Anxiety lies," she'd remind Kaia in her gentle but firm voice. "It takes our deepest fears and presents them as facts."

But what if this time the anxiety was telling the truth?

Unable to fall back asleep, Kaia slipped out of bed and pulled on hiking boots over her pajama pants. She grabbed a hoodie from the floor and crept downstairs, careful to avoid the creaky step third from the bottom. Her parents were heavy sleepers, but she didn't want to worry them. They'd been through enough with her therapy sessions and panic attacks over the past few months.

The October air bit at her cheeks as she stepped onto the back porch. Westbrook, Oregon, was the kind of small town where people still left their doors unlocked and knew their neighbors' middle names. It should have felt safe. It should have felt like home.

So why did Kaia always feel like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop?

She followed the familiar trail that wound through the woods behind their subdivision. The Cascade foothills rose like sleeping giants in the distance, their peaks lost in low-hanging clouds. This was her thinking spot, the place she came when the walls of her perfectly normal teenage life felt too close.

The trail curved around a massive Douglas fir, and Kaia stepped into her favorite clearing. She'd discovered it two years ago during one of her midnight anxiety walks, and it had become her sanctuary. A fallen log made a perfect bench, positioned to catch the sunrise when she stayed out late enough to see it.

But something was different tonight.

The air in the clearing felt... thick. Electric. Like the moment before a thunderstorm, when every hair on your body stands up in anticipation. Kaia paused at the edge of the treeline, her skin prickling with unease.

In the center of the clearing, about ten feet from her usual log, the air was shimmering. Not like heat waves—this was colder, more deliberate. It reminded her of looking through water, the way light bent and twisted until you couldn't trust what you were seeing.

Kaia took a step closer, her heart hammering against her ribs. The shimmer was roughly oval-shaped, maybe six feet tall and four feet wide. As she watched, it pulsed gently, like a heartbeat made of light.

"What the hell?" she whispered.

The shimmer reacted to her voice, brightening for a moment before settling back to its gentle pulse. Kaia knew she should run. Every instinct screamed at her to turn around and sprint back home, to bury herself under her covers and pretend this wasn't happening.

Instead, she took another step forward.

The rational part of her mind—the part that got straight A's in AP Physics—catalogued possible explanations. Atmospheric phenomenon. Reflection from the highway. Some kind of optical illusion caused by stress and sleep deprivation.

But the deeper part of her, the part that had always felt like she was living in the wrong world, recognized this shimmer for what it was: a doorway.

She was close enough now to feel the energy radiating from it. It made her teeth ache and her vision blur at the edges. The air tasted metallic, like blood and batteries.

"This is insane," she muttered, but she reached out anyway.

Her fingertips touched the shimmer's surface, and the world exploded.

Energy raced up her arm like lightning, but instead of pain, it brought a strange sense of completion. Like a circuit being closed, a puzzle piece clicking into place. For one perfect moment, Kaia felt like she was exactly where she belonged.

Then the shimmer tore open like fabric.

The sound was indescribable—part thunder, part scream, part something that existed beyond human hearing. It knocked Kaia backward, sending her sprawling across the forest floor as leaves and debris whirled around the clearing like a miniature tornado.

Through the tear in reality, she glimpsed another world.

It was dark—not the simple absence of light, but a living darkness that writhed and pulsed with malevolent intelligence. Shapes moved within it, things that might have been creatures or might have been living shadows. They pressed against the opening like prisoners testing the bars of their cage.

And they saw her.

A dozen pairs of eyes—if they were eyes—fixed on Kaia with predatory hunger. She felt their attention like ice water in her veins, paralyzing and absolute. One of the shapes pressed closer to the opening, and she caught a glimpse of something that made her mind recoil.

It was made of smoke and malice, constantly shifting but somehow maintaining a vaguely humanoid form. Where its face should have been was a void that seemed to pull at her soul. But it was the whisper that made her blood freeze:

Finally. We've been waiting for you, little lost girl.

The voice was the same one from her nightmares.

Kaia scrambled backward, her hands scraping against rocks and roots. The thing pressed against the tear, trying to push through, but something held it back. The opening flickered and wavered, like a TV with bad reception.


Not yet, another voice hissed from the darkness. Not until the way is fully open. But soon. Very soon.


The tear snapped shut with a sound like breaking glass.

Kaia lay on the forest floor, gasping and shaking. The clearing looked normal again—just trees and shadows and the distant sound of highway traffic. But the metallic taste lingered in her mouth, and she could swear she still felt those hungry eyes watching her from somewhere just beyond sight.

She stumbled to her feet and ran.

The trail blurred past as she crashed through the woods, branches catching at her hoodie and roots trying to trip her up. She didn't stop until she reached her back porch, where she collapsed against the door, her lungs burning.

What had just happened? What was that thing? And why had it been waiting for her specifically?

The questions chased each other in circles as she crept back upstairs to her room. She sat on her bed, hugging her knees to her chest, and tried to convince herself it had been a dream. A stress-induced hallucination brought on by too little sleep and too much anxiety.

But her fingertips still tingled where they'd touched the shimmer. And somewhere in the back of her mind, she could swear she heard distant whispers calling her name.

Kaia didn't sleep for the rest of the night. She sat by her window, watching the woods, waiting for something to emerge from the shadows. Nothing did, but that almost made it worse. The not-knowing. The waiting.

When her alarm went off at 6:30, she felt like she'd been hit by a truck. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her hands shook as she got dressed for school. In the bathroom mirror, she looked like a ghost of herself.

"Just stress," she told her reflection. "Dr. Martinez says anxiety can cause hallucinations. That's all this was."

But even as she said it, she didn't believe it.

Downstairs, her parents were already up and moving through their morning routine. Tom stood at the counter, scrolling through news on his tablet while his coffee brewed. Linda packed lunches with the efficient precision of someone who'd been doing it for twenty years.

They looked so normal. So blissfully unaware that their daughter had possibly torn a hole in reality the night before.

"Morning, sweetheart," Linda said without looking up from the sandwiches. "You look tired. Another rough night?"

Kaia hesitated. How do you tell your parents that you might have opened a doorway to a dimension full of shadow monsters? How do you explain that the nightmares might not be nightmares at all?

"Just couldn't sleep," she said instead. "I'll be fine."

Tom glanced up from his tablet, concern creasing his forehead. "Maybe we should call Dr. Martinez. See if she can fit you in this week."

"I'm okay, Dad. Really."

But she wasn't okay. As she grabbed her backpack and headed for the door, Kaia could feel the wrongness following her like a shadow. The world looked the same, but something fundamental had changed. She'd opened something that was meant to stay closed, and now she had no idea how to fix it.

The walk to Westbrook High usually took fifteen minutes, but today it felt like hours. Every shadow seemed deeper, every sound more menacing. Kaia found herself looking over her shoulder constantly, expecting to see smoke-creatures stalking her through the suburban streets.

But it was just a normal Tuesday morning in a normal small town. Kids waited at bus stops, parents hurried to work, dogs barked at passing joggers. The mundane reality of it should have been comforting.

Instead, it felt like a lie.

Because Kaia knew now that there was something else out there. Something hungry and patient and waiting for its chance to break through. And somehow, she was the key it needed.

The question was: what was she going to do about it?

As she climbed the steps to the school's main entrance, Kaia made a decision. She was going to pretend last night never happened. She was going to focus on normal teenage problems—homework and college applications and whether Jake Morrison would ask her to homecoming.

She was going to be normal, even if it killed her.

But deep down, she knew it was already too late for normal. The shimmer in the woods had changed everything, and there was no going back.

The whispers in her mind grew a little louder, a little more insistent.

We're coming, little lost girl. We're coming soon.


CHAPTER 2: WHISPERS AND SHADOWS


Kaia made it through first period by sheer force of will.

AP Chemistry had always been her refuge—a world of predictable reactions and measurable outcomes where everything followed logical rules. But today, even the familiar comfort of molecular structures couldn't quiet the whispers that had started during her walk to school.

You look tired, little lost girl. Didn't sleep well?

She gripped her pencil tighter and tried to focus on Mr. Peterson's explanation of ionic bonding, but the voice seemed to come from inside her own head. Not her thoughts—she knew what those felt like. This was something else, something foreign wearing her mental voice like a mask.

No one will believe you. They'll think you're losing your mind. Maybe you are.

"Miss Chen?"

Kaia's head snapped up. Mr. Peterson was staring at her with raised eyebrows, and she realized the entire class had turned to look at her. Heat flooded her cheeks.

"I asked if you could explain why sodium chloride forms cubic crystals," he said patiently.

"I... um..." The whisper laughed in her mind, a sound like breaking glass. "The ionic bonds create a regular lattice structure where each sodium ion is surrounded by six chloride ions, and vice versa. The cubic arrangement minimizes energy and maximizes stability."

"Exactly right." Mr. Peterson smiled and turned back to the whiteboard, but Kaia caught the concerned look he shot her way.

She spent the rest of class taking detailed notes she didn't need, anything to keep her hands busy and her mind occupied. But the whispers kept coming, a constant stream of doubt and mockery that made her skin crawl.

When the bell rang, Kaia gathered her books with shaking hands. As students filed out around her, chattering about weekend plans and upcoming tests, she noticed something that made her stomach clench.

They all looked wrong.

Not obviously—if she focused directly on any one person, they appeared normal. But in her peripheral vision, she caught glimpses of something else. Shadows that moved independently of their owners. Eyes that reflected light like an animal's. Smiles that stretched too wide.


You're seeing clearly now, the whisper purred. You're seeing what they really are.


"Stop," Kaia muttered under her breath, earning a strange look from Jessica Martinez as she passed.

The hallway felt like a gauntlet. Every face seemed to hide something sinister, every laugh carried an edge of malice. Kaia pressed herself against her locker, fumbling with the combination as students flowed around her like a river of potential threats.

"Hey, you okay?"

Kaia spun around, her heart hammering. Maya Patel stood behind her, concern written across her dark features. Maya had been her best friend since sophomore year, when they'd been paired for a biology project and discovered a shared love of terrible sci-fi movies and midnight ice cream runs.

But now, looking at Maya's familiar face, Kaia felt a spike of paranoia so sharp it took her breath away.

She's watching you. Judging you. She knows you're broken.

"I'm fine," Kaia said quickly, slamming her locker shut. "Just tired."

Maya's frown deepened. "You've been 'just tired' for weeks. What's really going on?"


The concern in her friend's voice sounded genuine, but the whisper twisted it into something sinister. She's probing. Looking for weaknesses. She'll use whatever you tell her against you.


"Nothing's going on," Kaia snapped, then immediately felt guilty at the hurt that flashed across Maya's face. "I'm sorry, I just... I haven't been sleeping well."

"Maybe you should talk to someone. Like, professionally." Maya's voice was gentle, but to Kaia's paranoid mind, it sounded condescending. "My mom knows this great therapist—"

"I already have a therapist." The words came out sharper than Kaia intended. "And I don't need another one."

Maya stepped back, stung. "Okay. I was just trying to help."

See? Even your best friend thinks you're crazy. She's already planning how to distance herself from you.

Kaia wanted to apologize, to explain that something was wrong with her head, that she didn't mean to be cruel. But the words stuck in her throat, tangled up with fear and shame and the growing certainty that she was losing her mind.

"I have to get to class," she mumbled, and fled down the hallway.

Second period was worse. In AP History, Kaia found herself staring at her classmates instead of listening to Mrs. Rodriguez's lecture on the Cold War. The shadows she'd glimpsed earlier were more pronounced now, writhing at the edges of her vision like living things.

Tommy Chen (no relation, despite the shared surname) sat two rows ahead, but his shadow stretched backward toward her, reaching with fingers that weren't quite human. Sarah Kim's reflection in the window showed something with too many teeth. Even Mrs. Rodriguez seemed off—her voice carried an undertone that made Kaia's skin crawl, like nails on a chalkboard pitched just below human hearing.


They're all infected, the whisper explained helpfully. The darkness is spreading, and you're the only one who can see it. Lucky you.


Kaia pressed her palms against her temples, trying to block out the voice. A few students glanced her way, but their expressions weren't concerned—they were calculating. Predatory.

They know you know. They're deciding what to do about it.

"Miss Chen, are you feeling alright?"

Mrs. Rodriguez had stopped her lecture and was looking at Kaia with what might have been concern or might have been something else entirely. The whole class had turned to stare again, and their faces seemed to shift and blur when she wasn't looking directly at them.

"I... I need to use the restroom," Kaia managed.

She stumbled out of the classroom and down the hall, her vision swimming. The whispers were getting louder, more insistent, and she could swear she heard multiple voices now, all talking over each other in a cacophony of doubt and fear.


You're losing it.
No one will believe you.
They're all watching.
You don't belong here.
You never belonged anywhere.


The bathroom was mercifully empty. Kaia locked herself in the farthest stall and sank onto the toilet seat, her head in her hands. Her breathing was coming in short, sharp gasps, and she recognized the signs of an impending panic attack.

"Breathe," she told herself. "Just breathe. This isn't real. It's just anxiety. Dr. Martinez said—"

Dr. Martinez thinks you're broken too. Why do you think your parents send you to therapy? They're embarrassed by you.

"Stop." The word came out as a sob. "Please, just stop."

But the voices didn't stop. If anything, they grew stronger, more confident. They painted pictures in her mind of every person she'd ever cared about secretly discussing her problems, rolling their eyes when she wasn't looking, counting down the days until they could be free of her.

She was spiraling, and she knew it, but she couldn't find her way back to solid ground. The techniques Dr. Martinez had taught her—grounding exercises, breathing patterns, positive self-talk—all felt useless against this onslaught of malicious whispers.

A soft knock on the stall door made her freeze.

"Kaia? You in there?"

The voice was male, unfamiliar, and completely calm. Not the fake calm of someone trying to talk down a crazy person, but the genuine calm of someone who wasn't afraid.

"Who... who is it?" she managed.

"Levi Morrison. We have third period together. AP Literature?"

Kaia knew the name but couldn't place the face. Levi Morrison was one of those students who existed on the periphery of her awareness—not popular enough to be notable, not weird enough to be memorable. Just... there.

"I'm fine," she lied. "I'll be out in a minute."

"No, you won't." His voice was still calm, matter-of-fact. "You're having a panic attack, and the voices in your head are telling you that everyone thinks you're crazy."

Kaia's blood turned to ice. "How did you—"

"Because I've seen this before. The whispers, the paranoia, the feeling like everyone around you has been replaced by something wearing their face." A pause. "You saw something last night, didn't you? Something that shouldn't exist."

Against every instinct screaming at her not to trust anyone, Kaia found herself unlocking the stall door. Levi Morrison stood in the bathroom doorway—a violation of about six school rules—but he didn't look like he cared. He was tall and lean, with sandy brown hair that looked like he'd forgotten to comb it and eyes the color of storm clouds. There was something solid about him, like he was more real than everyone else.

"How do you know about the voices?" she whispered.

"Because they're not coming from your head." He stepped into the bathroom and let the door swing shut behind him. "They're coming from outside. From something that wants you to think you're losing your mind."

The whispers, which had been a constant buzz for the past hour, suddenly went silent. The absence was so abrupt that Kaia gasped.

"What did you do?"

"Nothing they can't undo if they really want to." Levi leaned against the sink, completely at ease despite being in the girls' bathroom. "But they don't like it when people know what they are. Takes away their power."

Kaia stared at him. "You're talking about them like they're real."

"Aren't they?"

The simple question hit her like a physical blow. Because yes, they felt real. More real than anything else in her increasingly uncertain world.

"I think I'm going crazy," she admitted.

"No." Levi's voice was firm. "Crazy people don't question their sanity. You're not losing your mind, Kaia. You're waking up."

"Waking up to what?"

"To the fact that there's more going on in this world than most people ever realize. And sometimes, whether we want it or not, we get pulled into that bigger picture." He studied her face with those storm-gray eyes. "What did you see last night?"

Kaia found herself telling him everything. About the shimmer in the woods, the tear in reality, the creatures made of living shadow. About the voice that had been waiting for her, that knew her somehow. Levi listened without interruption, without skepticism, without the careful expression people wore when they thought someone was having a breakdown.

When she finished, he nodded like she'd just described a perfectly normal occurrence.

"A rift," he said simply. "I was wondering when one would show up here."

"A what now?"

"Think of it like a tear between dimensions. Sometimes they open naturally, but usually something causes them. Strong emotion, trauma, spiritual activity." He paused. "Or someone with the right kind of sensitivity accidentally touching the barrier between worlds."

Kaia's stomach dropped. "You think I caused it?"

"I think you opened something that was already there, waiting." Levi pushed off from the sink. "The question is, what are we going to do about it?"

"We?"

"You don't think I'm going to let you handle this alone, do you?" He smiled, and it transformed his entire face. "Besides, I've been preparing for something like this my whole life."

"Preparing how?"

"Long story. But the short version is that my family has dealt with this kind of thing before. Spiritual warfare, dimensional rifts, creatures that feed on fear and doubt." His expression grew serious. "They're real, Kaia. And they're dangerous. But they're not unstoppable."

The bell rang, signaling the end of second period. In a few minutes, the bathroom would be flooded with students, and this strange conversation would have to end.

"I don't understand any of this," Kaia said.

"You don't have to understand it all at once." Levi headed for the door, then paused. "But there's something you need to know. Those whispers you've been hearing? They're going to get worse before they get better. The creatures you saw—they're not content to stay on their side of the rift. They want to come through, and they need someone on this side to help them."

"Help them how?"

"By giving in to fear. By believing their lies. By letting them convince you that you're alone and powerless and crazy." His gray eyes met hers. "Don't let them win, Kaia. Whatever they tell you, whatever they make you see, remember that you're not alone. And you're definitely not powerless."

He left her standing in the empty bathroom, her mind reeling. The whispers hadn't returned, but she could feel them lurking at the edges of her consciousness, waiting for their chance to strike again.

Third period was AP Literature with Mrs. Hendricks, and for the first time all day, Kaia felt like she could breathe. Levi sat three seats behind her and one row over, and his presence was like a shield against the creeping paranoia that had been consuming her.

But as the class period wore on, she began to notice things. Small things that might have been her imagination but probably weren't.

The student in front of her kept turning around to stare, his eyes reflecting the fluorescent lights like mirrors. The girl by the window cast two shadows, one normal and one that moved independently. Mrs. Hendricks stumbled over words she'd said a thousand times before, as if something else was trying to speak through her mouth.

And through it all, Levi sat calmly taking notes, apparently unaffected by whatever was happening to everyone else.

When class ended, he appeared at her elbow as if by magic.

"Walk with me," he said quietly.

They fell into step together, moving against the flow of students heading to their next classes. Kaia noticed that people seemed to avoid them without realizing it, stepping aside or changing direction for no apparent reason.

"Is it getting worse?" Levi asked.

"The shadows. The way people look." Kaia shivered. "It's like everyone's been replaced by something wearing their face."

"They haven't been replaced. But they're being influenced." Levi guided her toward a quiet corner near the library. "The rift you opened—it's not just a doorway. It's like a radio tower, broadcasting fear and doubt and paranoia. Most people can't hear it consciously, but it affects them anyway."

"Then why aren't you affected?"

"Because I know what to listen for. And because..." He hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "Because I've learned to anchor myself in something stronger than fear."

"Which is?"

"Truth. Real truth, not the kind that changes based on circumstances or feelings." Levi's voice was quiet but certain. "There's a verse in the Bible that says God is not the author of confusion, but of peace. When I feel the whispers starting, when the world starts to look twisted and wrong, I remember that. I hold onto what I know is true instead of what I'm afraid might be true."

Kaia stared at him. "You're talking about faith."

"I'm talking about the only thing I've found that's stronger than fear." He met her gaze steadily. "I'm not trying to convert you or anything. I'm just telling you what works."

The whispers chose that moment to return, sliding into her mind like oil.

He's trying to manipulate you. He wants to control you with his religious nonsense. He's just like all the others—he thinks you're weak.

But something about Levi's calm certainty made the voices sound less convincing than they had before. Like they were trying too hard, overplaying their hand.

"They're back," she said.

"I know. I can see it in your face." Levi glanced around the hallway, then back at her. "Try something for me. When they whisper, ask yourself: is this true? Not does it feel true, but is it actually, objectively true?"

Don't listen to him. He doesn't understand. He can't help you.

"They're saying not to listen to you," Kaia said.

"Of course they are. They don't want you to have help. They want you isolated and afraid." Levi's voice was patient, like he was explaining something to a frightened child. "But here's the thing—if they were really in control, they wouldn't need to convince you of anything. They'd just take over. The fact that they're trying to persuade you means you still have a choice."

The simple logic of it cut through the whispers like a knife. Kaia felt something inside her chest loosen, a knot of fear she hadn't realized was there.

"What do I do?" she asked.

"For now? Make it through the day. Don't make any big decisions while the voices are loud. Don't believe everything you think." He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. "And if it gets really bad, read this."


Kaia unfolded the paper. Written in neat handwriting was a single sentence: *"Breathe. Focus on whatis true, not what feels true. - Levi"


The fourth period bell rang, jolting them both back to reality. Students began flooding the hallways again, and Kaia noticed that their strange avoidance behavior had stopped. People bumped into her and Levi like normal, muttering apologies and complaints about crowded hallways.

"The influence is getting stronger," Levi observed quietly. "It's learning to hide itself better."

"What does that mean?"

"It means we don't have as much time as I hoped." He shouldered his backpack. "What's your lunch period?"

"Fifth. You?"

"Same. Meet me in the chapel. It's the only place in school where the whispers can't follow."

Kaia blinked. "We have a chapel?"

"Most people forget it exists. Room 127, basement level, near the old fallout shelter." Levi was already moving away, blending into the crowd with practiced ease. "And Kaia? Don't trust everything you see between now and then. Your eyes are going to start lying to you too."

He disappeared into the stream of students, leaving Kaia standing alone with a piece of paper that felt like a lifeline and a growing certainty that her world was about to get much more complicated.

Fourth period was AP Calculus, normally her favorite class. Numbers didn't lie, equations didn't have hidden agendas, and derivatives followed predictable rules. But today, even mathematics felt contaminated.

The numbers on the whiteboard seemed to shift when she wasn't looking directly at them. Mr. Kim's voice took on that same undertone she'd heard from Mrs. Rodriguez, like he was speaking two conversations at once. And her classmates...


Look at them, the whispers had returned, stronger than before. Really look.


Against her better judgment, Kaia let her gaze drift around the room. At first glance, everything appeared normal. But as the minutes ticked by, she began to notice the details that were wrong.

Marcus Webb, who sat in the front row, kept turning his head at impossible angles, like an owl. His neck rotated a full 180 degrees, but no one else seemed to notice.

Jennifer Liu's shadow was writing different equations than she was, solving problems that weren't on the board.

And David Park, two seats to her left, wasn't breathing. His chest never rose or fell, but he continued taking notes with mechanical precision.


They're not human anymore, the whispers explained with satisfaction. The infection is spreading faster than we expected. Soon, you'll be the only real person left.



Kaia gripped Levi's note so tightly the paper crumpled. Focus on what is true, not what feels true.


But what was true? That her classmates were still human, just influenced by something dark? Or that she was losing her mind and seeing things that weren't there?


The whispers laughed. Does it matter? Either way, you're alone.


"Miss Chen?"

Kaia's head snapped up. Mr. Kim was staring at her with concern, but his eyes reflected the fluorescent lights like mirrors, just like Tommy's had earlier.

"Could you solve the equation on the board?"

She looked at the whiteboard and saw two different problems superimposed over each other. One was a standard calculus problem about related rates. The other was written in symbols that hurt her eyes to look at, equations that seemed to solve for concepts like despair and isolation.


Which one is real? she wondered frantically.



Both, the whispers replied. That's the beauty of it. Reality is whatever we say it is.



But Levi's voice echoed in her memory: They're trying to convince you that you're alone and powerless and crazy. Don't let them win.


Kaia forced herself to focus on the normal equation, the one that made sense according to the laws of mathematics she'd learned. She walked to the board on unsteady legs and worked through the problem step by step, ignoring the shadow equations that writhed at the edges of her vision.
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